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2010; Klein et al., 2011; Stanton, 2012).
Students participating in service learning
can “acquire first-hand knowledge” as well
as develop social science skills and
perspectives through structured interaction
with the community (NCSS, 2007, p. 1).
While ample literature presents student
outcomes in service learning, few studies
specifically address student outcomes
related to participation in communityengaged research (Reardon, 1994;
Schaffer and Peterson, 1998). Across two
social science courses, undergraduate
students participated with faculty in
community-engaged research. This paper
presents student perceptions and assesses
student performance on assignments
related to service learning.
Author One (Economics and Social
Science) and Author Two (Sociology),
share a research interest in examining
immigrant and refugee integration issues.
We pursue this interest not only in our
research, but also strive to share and apply
this expertise in the classroom. We have
each received Campus Compact1 and
university-sponsored training and
professional development in service
learning pedagogy. In the spring of 2013,
we employed community-engaged service

Community-engaged scholarship and
service learning pedagogy are increasing
trends in higher education (Campus
Compact, 2013a; Fitzgerald, Bruns, Sonka,
Furco, and Swanson, 2012; Fuller, 2013;
Reardon, 1998). These endeavors bring
faculty and students off campus and into
their communities where academic
principles and approaches can be applied in
the real world (Cashman and Seifer, 2008;
Klein, Fatima, McEwen, Moser, Schmidt,
and Zupan, 2011; Stanton, 2012). As such,
they yield synergistic value to the threepronged mission of higher education of
teaching, service and research (Boyer, 1990;
Fitzgerald et al., 2012; Furco, 2010; Stanton,
2012). The social sciences—broadly defined
as the studies of human behavior,
and including disciplines such as economics,
sociology, political science,
and geography—have a natural connection
with community-engaged scholarship as
well as service learning pedagogy (National
Council for the Social Studies [NCSS], 2007;
Commission on the Humanities and Social
Sciences [CHSS], 2013). The work of
engaged social science faculty offers
meaningful contributions to address
community needs, and serves to enhance
university-community partnerships (Furco,
1
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Partnerships between higher education and
the community advance the research
accomplishments of faculty, allow faculty to
teach in innovative ways, deepen students'
academic and civic learning, and provide
service to the community (Boyer, 1996;
Carnegie Foundation, 2013; Klein et al.,
2011; Stall, 2010). In Campus Compact’s
(2013a) annual report, 96% of members
had formal centers focused on community
engagement and they contributed a
collective $9.7 billion dollars in service to
their communities. Among the 557
members that responded to this survey,
44% of their students participated in some
form of community engagement during the
2011-2012 academic year.
As depicted in Figure 1, derived from
figures by Furco (2010), the sweet spot in
higher education lies at the intersection of
the three missions of teaching, research,
and service. At this juncture, faculty and
students have the opportunity to
experience transformative learning,
or “a deep shift in perspective and
noticeable changes in actions as a result of
the shift” (Cranton, 2011, p. 76). Given the
opportunity to participate in communityengaged social science research and
interact with the community to address
specific needs, students can deepen their
understanding of course themes and in turn
deepen their own awareness of social issues
(Kolb, 1984). As Cashman and Seifer (2008)
point out, “experiential learning differs
from more traditional education….
Immersed in action, students make
discoveries and experiment with knowledge
themselves instead of hearing or reading
about others’ experiences” (p. 274).

learning research in two distinct courses
related to immigration and global issues.
These courses shared the purpose of
imbuing students with core social science
concepts and research methods related to
migration through participation in data
collection and analysis with a local
community organization. In evaluating
student experiences in the service learning
project, the following questions guided our
work:
1. Are students successful in applying
social science course themes to the
service learning research project?
2. Are there differences in student
perceptions or outcomes of the
service learning experience across
the two courses?
3. Based on their own written
reflections, what are students’
perceptions of the service learning
experience?
Our findings reveal that students
effectively connected course themes to the
service learning research project in the
community. The experience is highly valued
by students, faculty, and the community.
Evidence presented here of students’
transformative experiences in service
learning can inform future efforts in higher
education to bridge faculty research with
innovative pedagogy and meaningful
community collaboration.
Community-Engaged Scholarship and
Experiential Transformative Learning
Community-engaged scholarship
connects higher education with research
activities that address community-identified
needs (Driscoll, 2009; Furco, 2010;
Sandmann, Thornton, and Jaeger, 2009).

2
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Figure 1. Transformative Experiential Learning and the Tripartite Mission of Higher Education
(Furco, 2010).
(Mezirow, 1997); as a result,
integrating service learning with traditional
course content can bolster student learning
and make lasting impressions (Cashman and
Seifer, 2008; Kolb, 1984).
Incorporating Service Learners in
Community-Engaged Research
Service learning involves students in
meaningful, organized community service
that addresses identified community needs
(Boyer, 1996; Klein et al., 2011; Stall, 2010).
At its core, however, community
engagement must be scholarly in order to
serve the tripartite mission of higher
education (Bringle and Hatcher, 2011;
Fitzgerald et al., 2012). Service learning
differs tangibly from traditional
extracurricular voluntary service as well as
practica and internships (Bringle and
Hatcher, 1996) because the community
interaction is coordinated with academic
course themes that are discussed and
synthesized in the classroom.
Although volunteerism in itself is important

The potential for transformative
learning is especially great in the social
sciences (CHSS, 2013; Fitzpatrick, 2013;
NCSS, 2007). The Commission on the
Humanities and Social Sciences (2013)
asserts:
As we strive to create a more civil
public discourse, a more adaptable and
creative workforce, and a more secure
nation, the humanities and social
sciences are the heart of the matter,
the keeper of the republic—a source of
national memory and civic vigor,
cultural understanding and
communication, individual fulfillment
and the ideals we hold in common…
Together, they help us understand
what it means to be human and
connect us with our global community
(p. 9).
Service learning facilitates transformative
education by providing learners with the
opportunity to become aware and critical of
their own and others’ assumptions
3
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but is also rewarding to students, faculty,
and community partners” (p. 161).
Schaffer and Peterson (1998) and Reardon
(1994; 1998) incorporated students in
hands-on research activities, but did not
report details of students’ experiences and
perceptions. This study adds to the
literature by presenting details of students’
experiential transformative learning in
community-engaged service learning
research.

to our communities and can be valuable for
students, what differentiates volunteerism
from service learning in terms of pedagogy
is the purposeful application of the service
experience to academic course content.
For example, a student may volunteer at an
organization by babysitting children or
organizing files. These types of volunteer
experiences become service learning if they
are connected to an academic course
wherein the student reflects on her time
spent at the organization and applies the
experience in a focused and scholarly way.
Service learning courses directly connect
real-world experiences in the classroom.
Service learning appeals to today’s
millennial students (Furco, 2010) who
appreciate the opportunity to make
contributions to society while also
enhancing their understanding of academic
concepts and approaches.
Building from Boyer’s (1996) landmark
work establishing the value of service
learning pedagogy, a growing body of
literature reports evidence of the positive
impact of service learning on student
outcomes (Bringle and Hatcher, 2011;
Celio, Durlak, and Dymnicki, 2011;
Fitzpatrick, 2013; Levesque-Bristol, Knapp,
and Fisher, 2010; Molee, Henry, Sessa,
and McKinney-Prupis, 2010).
However, few studies provide in-depth
discussion of student perceptions.
In addition, few studies report findings
based on service learning projects where
students are engaged in research.
Reardon (1994) points out, “A frequently
overlooked form of service learning is the
work being carried out by students serving
as community researchers” (p. 44).
Schaffer and Peterson (1998) posit,
“teaching research as ‘doing research as
service’ is not only an effective way to
promote learning the research process,

Method
During the Spring 2013 15-week
academic semester, we incorporated
undergraduate students within two distinct
academic courses (one in Social Science and
one in Sociology) in our communityengaged scholarship as service learners.
The purpose of this study is to evaluate
student perceptions and outcomes from
their service learning experiences across the
two courses. The courses are Author One’s
“Social Science: A Global Perspective,”
a university general education elective and
Social Science major requirement offered at
the freshman level, and Author Two’s
“Global Immigration,” an upper division
Sociology elective. In this section,
we describe our two courses,
our community partner, the research
project students participated in as service
learners, and our method of evaluating
student outcomes from the service learning
research project.
Service Learning Courses
Both the Social Science and Sociology
courses focus on migration and global
issues from a multidisciplinary social science
perspective. In alignment with the three
overlapping missions of higher education to
make advances in teaching, service,
and research (Furco, 2010), these courses
were designed specifically to bring about
4
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economics, geography, and political science
may be integrated to better understand
other countries and cultures. The focus of
the Sociology course is to enable students
to critically and sociologically analyze
trends, causes, and consequences of global
immigration. Thus, the service learning
experience allowed students to apply
course-related knowledge of global
immigration and expand their perspectives
on citizenship, as well as immigrant and
refugee experiences. Interviews with local
refugees helped students to learn about
other cultures, connect with others,
apply course themes and terminology,
and participate first-hand in social science
research.
Table 1 summarizes the demographic
information of the students in the Social
Science and Sociology courses. The Social
Science course was larger than the
Sociology course and included a majority of
freshman and sophomore students (18/30)
from a range of majors. The Sociology
course was predominantly juniors and
seniors (16/19) and mostly Sociology majors
(12/19).

experiential transformative learning
through community-engaged research.
In order to facilitate students’ learning of
course themes and research methods,
we integrated service learning with
traditional academic content. In both
courses, the service learning project was
interwoven with course material,
assignments, and class discussion.
We incorporated students as service
learners in our own community-engaged
refugee integration research. There were
two common components to the service
learning project which we discuss in more
detail below: a) conducting interviews with
clients of a local refugee service
organization, and b) completing a
structured critical reflection assignment
after each interview. In the Social Science
course, the service learning project
comprised 20% of the final course grade,
while these activities comprised 30% of the
final course grade in the Sociology course.
The objectives of the service learning
project were similar across the two courses.
In the Social Science course, the objective
was to provide students the opportunity to
explore how the disciplines of history,

5
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Table 1
Service Learning Student Characteristics
Characteristic
# students
# male
# female

Social Science
Spring 2013
30
12
18

Sociology
Spring 2013
19
10
9

Total
49
22
27

Year in school

3 senior
8 junior
5 sophomore
13 freshman

12 senior
4 junior
3 sophomore
0 freshman

15 senior
12 junior
8 sophomore
13 freshman

Major

6 Social Science
0 Sociology
6 other social sci.
7 humanities
3 health sci.
8 undeclared

0 Social Science
12 Sociology
2 other social sci.
3 humanities
2 health sci.
0 undeclared

6 Social Science
12 Sociology
8 other social sci.
10 humanities
5 health sci.
8 undeclared

Theory and research focused on
immigrant assimilation and integration is
abundant in the social sciences. At the
same time, there is a paucity of work
specifically examining the experiences of
refugees (Bollinger and Hagstrom, 2011).
Foreign born refugee populations
originating from Africa, Asia, and Eastern
Europe are continuing to grow as a
proportion of the immigrant population
nationwide and in Colorado. The Colorado
Department of Human Services (2012)
reports that from 1980-2012, more than
44,000 refugees and asylees settled in
Colorado as the first point of entry to the
U.S.; local estimates suggest that there are
now approximately 2,500 in the area.
Based on a database we created for the
agency through compilation of their paper
and electronic files, we estimate that since
its foundation in in 2008, the agency has
served at least 600 refugee adults from over

Community-Engaged Research with Service
Learners
Since 2011, we have collaborated with
a non-profit partner2, a community-based
organization which serves the local refugee
and immigrant community, providing case
management, English language and
citizenship education, as well as referrals to
other services and benefits in the area.
The agency’s mission is to work with the
refugee population to improve their quality
of life by implementing programs in
Education, Health, Finance, Culture,
and Civil and Human Rights that lead to
self-sufficiency and self-reliance.
Our collaboration with the community
partner is a mutually-beneficial partnership
through which we apply our social science
expertise to assist them to build capacity,
and gather and analyze information about
its clientele.
6
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course requirements at the beginning of the
semester, and were trained in informed
consent procedures and interview
techniques. The community partner staff
provided informational sessions in both
classes and we spent time discussing proper
interview etiquette and professionalism.
Students also conducted mock interviews
with refugee volunteers in order to have
practice asking the questions and taking
notes of responses. Students reported that
the practice interviews were instructive and
reduced their anxiety about conducting the
interviews.
The students worked in groups of two
or three and were always under the
supervision of on-site staff. Each student
was responsible for participating in two
migration history interviews (conducted on
two separate occasions with at least one
partner) and writing up the responses.
In total, the service learners interviewed 50
refugee clients of our community partner.
As a new organization with growing
demands for its services, they were eager to
see the formal collection of migration
history information from its client
population. Information from the
interviews will help the non-profit to better
know its population, guide case
management and education services,
provide information to the greater
community about local refugees,
and adhere to grant reporting
requirements. Thus, this project reflects
the literature on community-engaged
scholarship and service learning by
providing tangible benefits to the
community partner, learning opportunities
for the students, and research and
scholarship activities for the faculty and
students alike.

25 countries. Some of the local refugee
population is new to the United States,
while others are coming to the community
after initial resettlement elsewhere in
Colorado or the U.S. Understanding the
processes of integration into the U.S. and
within local communities has become an
issue of increasing importance for both the
growing number of refugees themselves
and for the communities where refugees
are settling.
Prior to the start of the semester-long
project, we applied for and received
approval from our university’s Institutional
Review Board to allow our service-learning
students to conduct interviews with their
clients. At this time, we created a
22-question survey instrument asking
refugees for basic demographic information
such as age and country of origin, as well as
for their international and intra-U.S.
movement. Our research goal for the
interview data is to advance knowledge
about the migration patterns among
refugees living in the U.S. Interview
questions include:
 Before coming to the U.S., did you
live anywhere else? Where and for
how long?
 Did you ever spend time in a refugee
camp? Where and for how long?
 When did you first arrive in the U.S.?
 Where did you first arrive in the
U.S.? (State? City?)
 How long did you stay there?
 Did you come to the U.S. with
anyone else? If so, with whom?
Service learning students helped us and
the local non-profit to conduct and analyze
migration history interviews with their
clients. Students in both the Social Science
and Sociology courses were informed of the
service learning project as part of the
7
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Evaluation of Service Learners
The key method for developing and
assessing student outcomes in service
learning pedagogy is critical reflection
(Boyer, 1996; Cashman and Seifer, 2008;
Celio, Durlak, and Dymnicki, 2011;
Dubinsky, 2006; Fitzpatrick, 2013;
Furco, 2010; Hatcher and Bringle, 1997;
Levesque-Bristol et al., 2010;
Molee et al., 2010). Critical reflection
deepens understanding of course content,
the academic discipline, and civic
responsibility (Boyer, 1996; Furco, 2010;
Hatcher and Bringle, 1997). Across both
courses, students completed very similar
structured reflection assignments after each
round of interviews. In these assignments,
students were required to discuss their
opinions and experiences of the service
learning research project, and make
connections to course themes.
In the Social Sciences course,
students answered the following prompt for
the reflection assignment:
Reflection – write a two-page, typed
reflection of this service learning
experience.
Questions to address include:
 What did you learn from this
interview?
 Did you have any fears or concerns
about this project? Were they
resolved?
 What did you learn about yourself
from this project?
 What connections can you
describe between the service
learning project and the classroom
experience (text, discussions,
videos, etc.)? How does this relate
to our four disciplines?

Did you feel prepared to engage in
this project? If not, what would
have made you feel more
prepared?
 Other reflections?
In the Sociology course, students answered
the following prompts for their reflection
assignment:
A. Reflect on the experience.
Follow your own thought process,
addressing the following types of
questions:
 What were your expectations of
the experience? Were these
accurate?
 What were your overall
impressions of the experience?
 What did you learn?
 Did you feel prepared to engage
in this project?
 What might you have done
differently?
 What next steps would you like
to take? (With this interview,
in this class, or in general?)
B. What connections can you identify
between this experience and our
classroom discussions/course
material? Try to brainstorm at least
two direct linkages to the reading or
theories or themes or videos.
To analyze student reflection
assignments, we first read and
systematically coded their comments about
the service learning experience.
Broad themes emerged and are discussed
below. Next, we used a common rubric to
assess student connections to course
themes and use of course-related
terminology. We rated students’ written
assignments on a three-level scale:
students’ reflections were rated as
“Exceeds Expectations (A)” when their
8
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migration, as well as incorporation of
relevant terms such as “primary sources,”
“resource allocation,” “ecology,”
or “government persecution.” For the
Sociology course, applying course themes
and terminology meant discussion of causes
and consequences of migration and related
theories, with incorporation of terms such
as “assimilation,” “network theory,”
“push-pull factors,” or “multiculturalism.”
Overall, students were fairly successful in
integrating the service learning experience
with academic learning. Across both
classes, 39 of 49 students (80%) met or
exceeded expectations, with 37% meriting
“Exceeds Expectations.” In these cases,
students used an extensive amount of
course-related terminology while applying
their service learning experiences to course
themes.
For example, one graduating Social
Science major in the Social Science class
observed:
History, political science, economics,
and particularly geography help to
explain why these two refugees I
interviewed shared more similarities
than differences. Their shared history
of Somalis as a birth place, the political
system of the U.S. that allows the
settlement of refugees, and economic
security through a large employer like
[the local meatpacking plant],
were large determinants of lifetime
experiences for [the refugees I
interviewed].
Another observation that exceeded
expectations was written by a Junior
Sociology major in the Sociology class.
The student wrote:
The second connection that I made
with [my interview subject] is how
aware she was of how to avoid
straight-line assimilation….She pointed

remarks established original thoughts and
insights connecting course themes to the
service learning experiences and used
extensive terminology from course material;
a rating of “Meets Expectations (B & C)” was
given for remarks which had clear
connections between course concepts and
service learning and some use of
terminology from course material; and, a
“Below Expectations (D & F)” was given for
remarks that only vaguely linked course
concepts to their service learning
experiences, and showed little evidence of
terminology from course material.
Lastly, we compared students’ perceptions
of service learning as well as their outcomes
in connecting service learning to course
themes across the two courses.

Results
Based on evaluation of student reports
and assessment of student outcomes from
the service learning research project with
the local community partner, we find that
students were highly satisfied with the
project. Overall, 47 of 49 students (96%)
reported that the service learning project
was a valuable course experience. It is
important to note that the two students
who did not report being highly satisfied
(one from each course) were not negative
about the experience, but did not express
any positive impressions of the service
learning project. We present our findings in
order of the guiding questions presented
above.
Table 2 summarizes the results from
reflection assignments assessing students’
ability to connect the service learning
research project with key course themes
and concepts. For the Social Science
students, this included direct mention of
the fields of history, economics, geography,
and political science in the study of
9
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Another Junior Sociology major in the
Sociology course observed:
I connect transnationalism to what is
happening at the [non-profit
organization] and what we are studying
in class… The [non-profit organization]
acts as the link between the refugees’
countries and to the U.S. [Refugees]
are around people who can speak their
language and understand their cultural
practices, while they are also taught
about the U.S. So, social fields are built
and being built in each of their
countries.

out in the interview how she saw a lot
of Somalis dressing up like they were
raised in the U.S. their whole lives.
She was confused by this and made
clear that she will still continue to wear
her traditional clothing and religion
and normal practices like she would do
if she were back home in Somalia.
Since [she] is so new to the U.S.,
I wonder if she is not used to the
customs in the U.S. and therefore
wants to keep her normal ways of life
for the time being?
Table 2

Integrating Service Learning Experiences with Course Themes and Terminology
Spring 2013
Social Science
N = 30 students
9
(30%)

Spring 2013
Sociology
N = 19 students
1
(5%)

MEETS EXPECTATIONS (B & C)
Clarity in making connections between concepts and
experiences; adequate use of terminology from course
material

12
(40%)

12
(63%)

EXCEEDS EXPECTATIONS (A)
Establishes original thoughts and insights about the
connections; extensive use of terminology from course
material

9
(30%)

6
(32%)

BELOW EXPECTATIONS (D & F)
Vaguely linked concepts to experiences; little evidence
of terminology from course material

Comparing outcomes of student
connections across the Social Science and
Sociology courses reveals predictable
differences. In the upper division
Sociology course where the majority of
students were seniors and there were no
first-year students, Table 2 shows that 18

of 19 students (95%) met or exceeded
expectations. However, in the
introductory Social Science course where
the majority of students were first-year
students and sophomores, 21 of 30
students (70%) met or exceeded
expectations. While we find that the
10
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In this interview we are placed in a
potentially uncomfortable situation in
which we either have to overcome it by
adjusting to what is given to us or fail
trying, and that it not a bad thing
either. We learn just as much by failing
as we do with succeeding. I also
believe talking to someone who has
walked a different path in life can
enrich life, and make us more aware of
the world around us.
A Sophomore History major in the Social
Science course noted, “This is totally
different from a regular social science
course. Going out into the community and
gathering information is something social
scientists do, so it was a great learning
experience.” A Junior English major in the
same course exclaimed in her reflection,
“This is social science at work! It’s great
idea to have projects like this in an intro
class.”
As additional evidence of their
incorporation in applied research,
students discussed ways of making the
interview process go more smoothly during
the debriefing sessions before and after
both rounds of interviews. Students in both
courses made valuable suggestions for
improving the informed consent procedures
with the refugees and contributed to edits
to two of the interview questions.
Specifically, the original interview guide
asked, “Do you live alone?” Students found
this to be an awkward question for
respondents who did in fact reported living
alone, especially if the interviewees were
female. Therefore, we changed the
question to read, “Do you live with
anyone?” Another edit of the interview
guide resulting from student input was the
question, “What is your nationality or
ethnic origin?” which we changed to
“What is your ethnic origin or ethnic

students in the Sociology course were
more likely to meet or exceed expectations
for connecting the service learning
activities with course themes, all students
across both courses completed the
migration history interviews and
conducted themselves professionally
during our interactions.
Turning to the evaluation of student
reports in their structured reflection
assignments, there were no observable
differences in the perceptions of the service
learning experience across the two courses.
Students reported positive perceptions of
the experience across both courses;
overall, three central themes emerged from
our coding of student reflections:
a) Students valued the opportunity to
participate in social science research
methods in an actual study; b) Students felt
the project enhanced participation and
discussion in the classroom; and c) Students
enjoyed the first-hand exposure to refugees
in our community, gained new perspectives,
and felt transformed by the project.
We discuss these themes in more detail,
below, including a sampling of student
reflections in their own words.
Student Reflections on the Application of
Social Science Research Methods
As stated above, a key student learning
objective was to engage students’
methodological skills directly,
echoing findings from Schaffer and
Peterson (1998). Students appreciated
being able to participate in applied social
science research. This sentiment is
highlighted by several quotes from student
reflections in both classes. A student in the
Sociology class, a Junior Sociology major,
stated, “It is great to be able to learn
interview techniques in a hands-on
environment.” Another Junior Sociology
major in the same class noted:
11
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organizations. One Sophomore Social
Science major in the Social Science course
commented, “Sitting down with a refugee
and listening to them talk was such an
incredible experience.” Another student
who is an undeclared Freshman in the
course stated:
As I have been progressing through my
first year of college, I have been
enduring many changes in my life.
I have learned patience, diversity,
and not to be so closed minded...
I liked having interaction with people
who have had to change their life to
start a new path. They have many
stories to tell and they are just waiting
to be heard. This experience was very
enlightening.
An additional student comment that
supported how students valued the service
learning project was made by a Graduating
Senior Criminal Justice major in the
Sociology course, "To be honest, most ‘book
learning’ goes out the door after the class is
over. The hands on personal style, has
much more of a lasting effect.”
This concept was reiterated by a Graduating
Senior Psychology major in the same
course:
I do think this is a valuable experience
that more people should go through.
We can learn and read stories about
immigrants coming here but being able
to actually speak to that person and
put a face to the story makes it that
much more powerful. It puts a lot into
perspective, and makes you appreciate
all the small things in life that could be
so much harder... I am actually thinking
about volunteering…over the summer
and trying to help more people.
In the Social Science course,
an undeclared Freshman said, “I loved
doing these interviews. It provided a

identity?” since students reported that the
concept of nationality was confusing to
interviewees.
Student Reflections of Enhanced
Participation in the Classroom
The second theme we observed from
student reflections involved classroom peer
interaction. Students report having
increased participation in class participation
and more meaningful engagement with
their peers in our classes given their shared
experience of service learning. This theme
is consistent with findings from
Levesque-Bristol et al. (2010) and Kiely
(2005). One junior Sociology major in the
Sociology course stated, “With assigning
readings… not all students will participate,
making discussion less beneficial.
Because we've all participated in the
interviews, we've all had similar yet unique
experiences that we can share with each
other and compare our understandings.”
A sophomore Political Science major in the
Social Science course noted:
When it comes to the Social Sciences,
I think there are more interpretations
of issues than any text book could
explain. Learning views and ideas from
other students is the best way to
explore the knowledge set forth in this
class.
Student Reflections of Experiential
Transformative Learning
Students report having had little to no
outside-the-classroom experience at college
and expressed their support of these
opportunities. The experiential
transformative learning process was
evident in their reflections (represented in
the quotes, below) as they described how
personally impactful the service learning
project was to their own learning and to
their understanding of the experiences of
refugees and the work of non-profit
12
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hands-on activity that was very informative.
It also gave me a look into the life of a
refugee.”
Students also gleaned the importance
of their work to the community partner.
A Sophomore in the Social Science course
stated:
[The interviews] made me mentally try
to imagine myself engaging on their
journeys…I gained an appreciation for
the mission of the [non-profit].
For one organization to be able to
serve such a broad group is incredible.
Supporting and recognizing
organizations like this one in a person’s
community is part of assuming a
person’s civic duty. These interviews
introduced me to this organization and
opened a door for future volunteer
opportunities.
As the faculty who developed the
service learning projects for these two
courses, we found the student comments
above to provide support of the
transformative learning that occurred for
our students as is further discussed in the
next section.

communities, social problems, research
methods, and group process
techniques while providing critically
needed… assistance to financially
strapped non-profit organizations…
struggling to solve important social
problems” (p. 44).
Consistent with other studies
(Fitzpatrick, 2013; Reardon, 1994;
Schaffer and Peterson, 1998), our findings
confirm the value of service learning with
the contribution to the field of detailed
evidence of student outcomes and detailed
student accounts.
Our finding that the mostly
upper-division students in the Sociology
course were better able to connect the
service learning activities with course
themes echoes similar findings from
Molee et al. (2010) that lower-division
students are not as well-equipped to make
the connections. This suggests that the
structure of the critical reflection activities
in the Social Science course could be
modified to enhance the ability of lowerclass students to identify those linkages and
thus learn more.
The service learning project was also
beneficial to our community partner.
The interview data has informed the
organization about the migration patterns
of its clientele, and provides a professional
and scholarly analysis which is suitable for
sharing with other community providers,
government agencies, and grant funders.
In addition, the agency has a goal of
outreach with the community and values
the interactions with the local university’s
students and faculty. Our students were
introduced to the agency, know about their
mission and services, and are more
culturally informed from their interactions
with local refugees.

Discussion
Our findings demonstrate that the
service learning research project was a
positive experience for students and
brought about deep transformative
learning. Students not only valued the
experience, but demonstrated competence
in applying their experience to academic
course themes. This adds to the small but
growing body of work highlighting the value
of incorporating students in hands-on
community-engaged research.
Reardon (1994) explains:
Students participating in such efforts
have the opportunity to enhance their
knowledge and understanding of urban
13
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We also found that working together
helped to ease some of the heavy logistical
burdens.
As the semester was ongoing,
facilitating the service learning research
project presented other challenges that
required a good deal of energy to resolve.
Working with community partners and their
clients requires patience from faculty,
students, the community partner,
and their clients in terms of negotiating
schedules and managing competing
demands on everyone’s time. In the end,
everyone was highly satisfied with the
experience, but the reality that the
interviews were outside of the normal
responsibilities for our students and for the
staff was something we were sensitive to
throughout the project. Though we tried to
keep the migration history interviews
simple and structured, the formality of the
survey instrument and the need for oral
translation to and from numerous
languages during the interviews was a
challenge to the staff, the refugees and our
students. We spent more class time than
anticipated on assuaging student fears and
concerns about going to the non-profit and
conducting the interviews. While the
service learners and staff made useful
suggestions which ultimately improved the
interview process, it would be ideal to allow
the service learners to have more influence
on the nature and format of the
community-engaged research alongside
faculty members and the community
partner in advance of data collection.
Increased institutional support for service
learning might bring more visibility to these
types of projects for students and enhance
student confidence in the process as well.
For us as researchers, implementing
service learners in our data collection
meant slowing our timeline and giving up

Lessons Learned
We conclude with a discussion of the
lessons we learned through implementation
of the service learning project,
and presentation of our own reflections on
the experience. Looking back on the design
of the service learning activities, there are
lessons we learned that may prove
informative for others embarking on
integrating community-engaged research
and service learning. We designed these
courses independently, as they were the
first of their kind in both the Social Science
and Sociology departments. The initial
implementation of service learning as well
as this evaluation of the project presented
logistical challenges, especially without the
institutional resources which have been
found to expedite and enhance service
learning implementation in other higher
education settings (Bringle and Hatcher,
1996; Fuller, 2013; Furco, 2010; Stanton,
2012). Building the relationship and trust
with the community partner, working with
them in the design of the community-based
research, drafting service learning contracts
for students, integrating service learning
assignments with course content,
developing the schedules for the
interactions and interviews was all very
time-consuming. In addition to building and
implementing the service learning project,
we independently developed the informed
consent procedures for our students so that
we could conduct this evaluation.
Without having already established a
rapport with the local non-profit, this work
may not have been possible within this
timeframe. As expressed in the literature
(Cashman and Seifer, 2008),
careful planning and collaboration with the
community partner is the key to successful
implementation of service learning, as well
as other community-engaged research.
14
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some control over research activities.
The benefits of the students’ participation
far outweighed the drawbacks;
however, we certainly learned that
accomplishing a synergy between teaching,
research, and service means occasional
compromises in one area or another along
the way. Our service learning students
were professional and engaged participants
in our social science research,
they reflected that service learning
enhanced their understanding of global
issues, and they reported feeling
transformed by the experience.
These findings demonstrate the value of
community-engaged scholarship.
As social science faculty who dedicate
much of our professional time to
undergraduate instruction, we were also
transformed by the experience and have
found the connections between teaching,
research, and service to be meaningful and
worthwhile. Applying social science
perspectives and methods through
community-engaged teaching and research
was personally rewarding as we facilitated
and witnessed the transformative learning
that our students achieved in our courses.
We will utilize the students’ reflections
(as well as the community partner’s input
not reported here) to strengthen the
service learning components for our
courses in subsequent semesters. We look
forward to expanding our own service
learning and community-engaged research
activities, and hope to see more
development of the pedagogy of
community-engaged scholarship in higher
education.
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Endnotes
1

Campus Compact is a higher
education association dedicated to campusbased civic engagement. Working with
public and private universities nationwide,
Campus Compact promotes public and
community service that develops students’
citizenship and service skills, helps
campuses build effective community
partnerships, and provides resources and
training for faculty to integrate communitybased learning into the curriculum (Campus
Compact, 2013b).
2 Author Two joined the organization’s
Board of Directors in 2013.
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